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CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES IN THE JOURNEY OF THE 
DESIGN-LED INNOVATION CHAMPIONS  
 
Judy MATTHEWS*a, Sam BUCOLOb and Cara WRIGLEYc 
abc
Queensland University of Technology 
The purpose of this study is to deepen our knowledge and understanding of the challenges faced by design 
champions in proposing and applying design methods and insights in existing firms. This study investigates the 
early stages of the journey of the design champions as they incorporate design into operational and strategic 
conversations and practices, and their progress in mastering these challenges as opportunities in a firm context. 
Little research on this topic has been reported, yet it is of growing interest as more firms turn to design-led 
innovation to shape their strategies and practices. Interviews with design champions were used to investigate first 
hand the experience and reflections the many challenges provide. Findings from the study provide some early 
insights that can be extended through further research.    
 




Design plays an important role in business, not limited to new product development (Bruce & 
Bessant 2002). Contributions from design and design thinking have made big changes in 
how firms carry out their work at both operational and strategic levels (Bucolo et al. 2012; 
Ravasi & Lojocono, 2005). Strategic design within a company has now become more 
accepted and some companies use design more strategically by placing it at the heart of 
their business and engaging managers and their cross-departmental teams in collaborative 
workshops (Ward, Runcie & Morris, 2009). 
In particular, design has also been adapted and nurtured by business strategists in a 
relationship that brings new forms of strategy and new ways of working (Liedtka, 2010; 
Liedtka & Ogilvie, 2010). Within companies that have made the decision to transition and 
become design-led are those leaders who facilitated and made such a change possible. The 
term design leader is sometimes used to describe this role, but the authors believe that it is 
more than just leadership with design capabilities that is required, as this term implies 
primarily to an advocacy role.  In addition to advocacy, the role requires a deep 
understanding of the operational requirements, business needs, and strategy and is 
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therefore a more design interpreter who can influence and synthesise opportunities across 
the organisation. There is some discussion in the innovation literature about the suitability of 
the terms „promoter‟ or „champion‟ in terms of influencing innovation in companies (Rost, 
Hölzle & Gemunden, 2007). Rost et al., (2007) challenge the notion of champions (Schön, 
1983) in the innovation literature instead of promoters, but we have chosen to use the term 
„champion‟ to describe the role of designers who promote a design approach in firms.  
This paper reports on the journey of these „design champions‟ embedded inside 
companies as they experiment with and move towards embedding these approaches with a 
view to becoming design-led. i.e. to apply design approaches to the strategic level as well as 
the project level.  This paper outlines some of the challenges, gaps and opportunities that 
arise on this journey and how the design champions dealt with various tasks along the way. 
It also outlines the barriers that these design champions face internally and externally in 
getting buy-in from the rest of the company and contributing to strategic implementation.   
BACKGROUND OF THIS STUDY 
Previous research found that the first step to embedding design capability in smaller 
enterprises is to show managers that design can be used as a tool for business growth 
(Ward et al., 2009). In this context, a „user experience‟ focus encourages companies to look 
beyond their obvious customers and to dig deeper into user insights and meanings. In 
contrast, this study investigates the role of design champions in large enterprises with a view 
to identify similarities and differences from previous research. 
CONTEXT OF STUDY 
A group of design champions participating in an industry collaborative project met regularly 
over a twelve-month period to discuss progress on applying a design approach in their firms. 
These design champions are nominated and sponsored by the CEO and senior 
management as representatives of their companies, to participate in design-led innovation 
processes. The design champions participated in regular discussions with staff from other 
companies about design and its potential for projects and strategies. This paper reports on a 
progress of a design led innovation process conducted over a twelve month period in one 
company. Applying Schön‟s Reflection in Action paradigm we investigated the reflections 
and experiences from the design champion‟s perspective. 
METHODOLOGY 
A longitudinal research process was used to trace the progress of the change of the 
company, as well as deeper investigation of the experience of the design champions.  
Semi-structured interviews were carried out with two design champions from one firm, 
selected from a larger practice group formed to investigate the application of design led 
innovation. The interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed for themes. The 
interviews were also informed by a timeline to visually represent issues, events and changes 
over time, at the project level and company level. The interviews investigated the nature of 
the design champions‟ journey including the initiating factors and the drivers of their project 
and their hopes and expectations, and the processes used in this journey. For example, the 
interviews captured the changing nature of their work, the critical incidents of their journey, 
perspectives of the changing understanding of the company and the new strategies and 
practices that are now in place.  
The questions used to interrogate this journey and investigate the design processes 
included narratives (Beckman & Barry, 2009; Denning, 2005), customer touch points, and 
personas, the ways in which such processes are used in the journey, and how these 
processes have shaped the engagement of the company over time (Langley, 1999). 
However the research process will continue to capture the changes over time as the design 
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champions are still in the early stages of this journey and further information will be obtained 
as the journey unfolds. 
FINDINGS 
The interviews provided a rich source of information about the design champions‟ thoughts 
and feelings about their successes and failures in experimenting and applying design 
methods in their work with customers, and in compiling observations and insights to develop 
new ideas for product packaging for the company. In addition, their involvement in the next 
steps for design-led innovation as well as their hopes and fears for engagement over the 
long term were discussed. The findings present themes around the notions of challenges, 
gaps, opportunities and barriers. 
CHALLENGES 
The challenges identified include the challenges of working in new ways within the project as 
well as within the organisation. At different stages in the interview, the design champions 
expressed both confidence and lack of confidence regarding the design approach: 
 
I feel prepared enough to use the design approach in a project but I am not sure of all 
the tools 
I am not prepared but feel more confident how to press this new way of working.  
I know what the outcome should be …….. 
 
Some of the challenges in the organisation in the previous 12 months include events that the 
design champions viewed as positive, such as the addition of a new senior manager who 
was familiar with design and the potential of this approach of adding value to projects. 
(There was a) change of leader and change of opportunities. First of all, we've got a 
new leader and we recognised that we had a lot more value to add and we weren't 
adding it, so that's great.   
 
In addition, the design champions were encouraged to continue their work with design 
methods and contributions and to change in their own behaviour and articulate more clearly 
their potential contributions change in their own behaviour  
We changed in how we carry out what we do - It's then -- part of it is the noise we 
made ourselves and, you know, to (take those conversations further up the line) 
 
I see a change in the our way of working ..  In the past we would have jumped to a 
solution whereas now we are prepared to go on a journey to unpack it a bit and then 
put it all back together 
 
The design champions also discussed the temporal nature of their processes and the 
challenges of presenting a new way of working as well as new perspectives on issues, but 
also being under pressure to deliver in existing structures. 
So at the end of the day we still have to deliver against what is required of us. So we 
are still struggling with just to keep up to date activities. ...And there are a number of 
challenges to be faced” 
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GAPS IDENTIFIED  
At the time of interviews, the design champions were developing their own abilities to embed 
design into their projects. They understood that the company was reconsidering the strategic 
positioning of the company and the project, as well as focusing on cost- cutting activities. 
However, the design champions were still developing confidence in their abilities to use 
design and at this stage did not have faith in the possibility of their influence at anything past 
the project level. 
It‟s all incremental- there is nothing ground breaking. If there is a big distinction 
between design-led innovation and something that is incremental innovation, I don‟t 
think there is anything of a breakthrough nature there. 
 
Discussions about design led innovation with these design champions are very much 
focused on the projects the staff engaged in. There is some understanding that the design 
way of working can both challenge and enable a new strategic approach to business for the 
company. However the need for such an approach is not yet apparent at higher levels of the 
organisation and there appears to be no demand from the CEO and senior management 
team for effective outcomes. 
OPPORTUNITIES IDENTIFIED IN THIS JOURNEY  
Design champions recognised their potential to add value through presenting a „different‟ 
way of working and the need for them to speak up and speak out about new ways of 
working. For example, aligning their design methods with a dominant approach of the notion 
of „natural‟ when applied to packaging as well as to the product appeared to bring their ideas 
to the attention of the senior manager of marketing. The ability to tap into the meaning of 
products gave them confidence about pursuing this approach. The design champions could 
identify situations and contexts where their insights, knowledge and skills could add 
particular value to framing conversations around packaging and sustainability” 
So if there is some opportunity then what we do in terms of „natural‟, packaging can tie 
into that.   
 
Design champion practitioners engaged in design processes with their firms, and expressed 
a range of cognitive and emotional responses to their work and progress. Where they could 
identify progress, they could discuss what sort of progress and some of the factors that had 
lead to that progress. Where they were not satisfied with their progress, they questioned 
their own possibilities for further action and found it difficult to see past the roadblocks to 
progress the work. Both practitioners felt they had come some distance in their knowledge 
and application of design methods and were happy about this progress. They expressed 
some feelings of progress and satisfaction about working in new ways:   
In the past we would have worked in one way focusing on cost and time; now we can 
take a different approach. 
 
However, reflecting on their progress to date, they also expressed reservations and hope for 
the future. 
So I feel like this year we have kind of grabbed at things, we have been playing 
grabbing and there are a few things fumbling along. For next year it‟s the brand 
planning sessions are under way to fill the pipeline for the next year and the year after. 
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BARRIERS TO CHANGE 
The design champions identified some barriers to change within their organisation as they 
attempted to apply design methods to their work, and develop closer links across functional 
areas; 
“The inability for us to get appropriate resources within our company to follow-through 
with the process properly, rather than rushing through to solutions based on cost and 
time”. 
 
The organisation structure and its organisational culture and boundaries can present as 
barriers from structural constraints and past practices: 
“It is extremely difficult to change culture and break down silos. It is also difficult to 
change a department‟s role in business and easy to blame other departments as there 
is a lot of power in the traditional approach”.  
 
In addition, changing the views and mindset of the people within the organisation was not an 
easy task.  A development the design champions identified as positive was not only the 
appointment of new experienced staff who had worked with design and knew its potential 
from other contexts, and a manager who brought a strong customer alignment, but needed 
more flexibility in their approach.  
“it‟s a mindset built on knowing how to understand your customer – not a step by step 
process that is followed every time. This is a reflection of the diversity of products and 
services and customer problems to be satisfied”. 
DISCUSSION 
From these preliminary interviews we propose that the activities undertaken by design 
champions in large organisations may have some similarities to the activities undertaken by 
design champions in small and medium size enterprises but they are also different, requiring 
different knowledge, capability and relationships. In large enterprises the design champion is 
often not a senior manager and does not have the full support from senior executive about 
the change required to become design led (although there may be some exceptions).  
Therefore the support required is to both grow capability of design-led innovation and also to 
assist in managing up to demonstrate the value to the CEO / Senior executive team. This 
relationship is illustrated in Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1 Large Enterprises Design Champion: (developed for this paper) 
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In contrast, there is a very different dynamic in small and medium enterprises, where the 
initial support of the CEO is essential, often through a design mentor, and then this CEO 
identifies the design champion and provides the support to allow them to implement new 
ways of working, as illustrated in Figure 2. The design mentor in this case then provides 
additional scaffolding to this person as required, but the sponsoring of the design by the 
CEO reduces issues around change management.   
 
 
Figure 2 Small to Medium Enterprises Design Champion (developed for this paper) 
 
In addition, there are some similarities in the change processes used by design 
champions in large enterprises with well-established models of organisational change such 
as Kotter‟s Eight Step model (Kotter, 1996, 2007). The challenges faced by design 
champions also have some similarities to the recognised change processes in organizational 
development literature. For example, design champions need to be sensitive to crises that 
require new responses and ways of working - both as opportunities and challenges. In the 
organization where the design champions are working, a new CEO had been appointed and 
the company was rethinking its business and business model.  Design champions need to 
act as promoters and work in teams with other professionals and colleagues (forming a 
coalition). They also need to clearly articulate the outcomes they are seeking and include 
stakeholders in developing solutions.   
Another area of difference identified in this study of design champions in large firms is the 
new and more challenging role for the external Design Mentor in supporting design 
champions in large enterprises. While the design champions appeared to be successfully 
implementing design processes at the project level, they expressed disappointment at their 
inability to progress these conversations at a more strategic level in their organisation. 
LIMITATIONS 
These exploratory interviews were carried out with a small sample of practitioners engaged 
in applying design principles and methods in their organisations to identify what challenges 
the design champions had faced in the previous twelve months and their responses and 
initiatives in the face of such challenges. While the sample size is small, this study does 
provide data that has not been previously captured or made available and is a early step in 
documenting these processes. In addition, the study of design champions is continuing to 
map the processes and outcomes of change. These interviews were conducted early in the 
design implementation process and may not reflect the final outcomes. 
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CONTRIBUTION TO THE FIELD 
Design led innovation is a field of growing interest but our review of research has found few 
studies that describe or analyse the processes used, at both the operational and strategic 
level. This study provides some insights into the challenges that design champions face as 
they work with companies to apply design processes across their business. The research 
also provides a unique opportunity to present the detailed actions and activities undertaken 
as well as an analysis of the design champion‟s journey. Enabling a better understanding of 
the barriers these design champions face so they can better equip themselves to turn the 
barriers into opportunities and embrace the journey to its full potential – becoming a design-
led company.  A previous study of design-led innovation (Bucolo et al., 2012) extended 
previous research in small enterprises (Ward et al., 2009) and argued for the importance of 
specific leadership capabilities for design interpreters. We propose that design champions 
working in larger firms may also benefit from the following leadership capabilities in the 
context of large enterprises. 
DESIGN THINKING IN A CROSS FUNCTIONAL TEAM 
As previously discussed (Bucolo et al., 2012) the design champion‟s first responsibility is to 
focus on the team and „maximise the effectiveness of the team‟s skills and knowledge and to 
supplement this with new skills and knowledge where gaps have been identified‟. In this 
study the role of the design champion is to ensure the team is familiar with and confident of 
their understanding and their ability to frame new possibilities.  
ALIGNMENT WITH COMPANY VISION AND OBJECTIVES 
The second leadership capability focuses on aligning the identified competitive advantage to 
company strategy and brand values, thereby further strengthening the competitive 
differentiator of the idea. In this study the design champions identified the strengths of linking 
their projects to the broader notion of „natural‟ in packaging to differentiate products in the 
market. The design champions in this study increasingly demonstrated understanding and 
confidence in their potential to add value as their projects progressed. This capability 
appears to be developing as application of design methods generates new insights that are 
then valued in the company.  
KNOWLEDGE OF CHANGE MANAGEMENT PRACTICES 
The third leadership capability to be employed by design champions in large enterprises is to 
build on knowledge of change management practices to form a larger group and encourage 
engagement with design processes. 
IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY AND PRACTICE AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
The application of design-led innovation appears to be gaining attention as companies seek 
to differentiate their products and services, often in selected niches, in fast-moving global 
markets. Design champions working with small companies have demonstrated important 
gains and improved company performance. However the activities of design champions in 
large enterprises tends to occur under „commercial in confidence‟ arrangements, and has 
only recently gained public attention. The early findings from this research illustrate that 
similar but different processes are needed for design-led innovation in large enterprises that 
can be informed by change management theories and practices. The findings also indicate 
that external design mentors working with design champions at a project level will need to 
develop relationships with senior management if further embedding of design methods are 
to be achieved with in the company. Future research with these and other design champions 
in large enterprises and with the roles and contributions of the design mentor in large 
enterprises will assist in defining and further articulating more precise findings and 
recommendations for practice. 
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